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Then the princess said: " What nonsense you talk, you foolish
swan! I have never left my father's palace; how then should
any young rajah be pining for love of me ? "

" The fame of your beauty, Damayanti, has flown abroad like
a messenger of love, and it has so moved the heart of the young
Eajah Nala that he does nothing but sigh forth your name day
and night."

The Prinbess asked: " And what sort of prince is this Eajah
Nala; you foolish swan ? "

And the swan answered: " No such prince has ever ruled in
all India! He is beloved everywhere, amongst great and small;
and amongst his own subjects he is know$ by the name of i The
Protector of the Poor/ In fact, so noble a man is Nala, that
only the noblest and most beautiful of princesses is worthy to
espouse him; and my reason for coming here to-day was to see
whether the Princess Damayanti was deserving of the love he
gives her."

Then Damayanti asked, anxiously: "And what do you think
now, good swan ? Am I worthy of the love of the noble Nala ? "9

" Yes," the swan answered. " You alone of all the maidens
in the land of India, are worthy of him."

" Well, if you think that," said Damayanti, releasing the swan,
" do fly back at once to Nala and tell him so/'

Now, after this conversation with the swan, a great change
took place in the young Princess Damayanti. She was no longer
as merry as she had once been ; she wearied of her favourite
games; she would not even eat the nicest sweetmeats; and her
old nurse reported that she was restless in her sleep. Eajah
Bhima, who was devotedly fond of his daughter, grew very
anxious. But the Ranee, Damayanti's mother, said that was no
cause for uneasiness, only that it was now time enough for the
young princess to celebrate her swayamvara.

The swayamvara was the'iestival given by any Indian chief
who had a daughter arrived at marriageable age. The young
chieftains who felt disposed to aspire to the hand of the princess
were invited to attend this festival; and there were games of skill
to show off the suitors' strength and courage; and then, at the
end of the festival, the princess herself was called upon to choose
a bridegroom for herself amongst her suitors. You see by this
that in the old Hindu world, there were none of those modern
arbitrary marriage customs that make the daughter her father's
chattel, to be disposed of in childhood without any question as to
her own feelings and inclinations; and you will find too, by the
study of the old sacred poetry of India that the position of women
was comparatively independent and dignified in these ages, and